as the most famous intellectual couple of the last century, the topic is of great public interest and not short of critics. Readers familiar with the biographies of Beauvoir by Toril Moi and Deirdre Bair, and of Sartre by Annie Cohen-Solal, John Gerassi, and Ronald Hayman, along with their autobiographies and their published letters will find few surprising revelations in Tête-à-Tête.
1 This is not, nor does it claim to be, a book about their scholarship, although their books and the founding of Les Temps Modernes are mentioned along with their political struggles and dramatic productions. Readers unfamiliar with the Beauvoir/ Sartre relationship may find the book's portrayal of Beauvoir astonishingly bold and inspiring.
Rowley is an industrious researcher drawing upon Beauvoir's unpublished or original (unedited) Rowley's book is a fast-moving work that holds in tension Beauvoir's and Sartre's demands for freedom and their need for each other. She is insightful in describing Beauvoir's early bisexuality, her relationships with Bianca Bienenfeld, Olga Kosakiewicz, and Nathalie Sorokine, and her later relationships with Jacques-Laurent Bost, Nelson Algren, who wanted to marry her, Claude Lanzman, with whom she lived for seven years, and her twenty-six years of friendship with Sylvie le Bon, whom Beauvoir adopted in her final years. Rowley's account of Beauvoir's relationship with Algren is particularly detailed in her descriptions of Beauvoir's love for Algren, her ambiguity about him when she visited him in America, her refusal to marry him, his anger long after their break up, her reaction to his death, and the fact that she wore his ring until she died. While Beauvoir had many romantic relationships in her life, her relationship with Sartre, which was only briefly sexual, remained primary throughout her life.
Beauvoir's romantic involvements were fewer in number and less tumultuous than Sartre's and Rowley provides a fascinating account of Sartre's involvements (for instance, with Simone Jollivet, Colette Audry, Marie Ville, Olga and Wanda Kosakiewicz, Colette Gilbert, Dolores Vanetti, Michelle Vian, Evelyne Rey, Lena Zonina, and Hèléne Lassithiotakis, among others). She describes Sartre as brilliant, hardworking, devoted, innocent, political, and generous, but also as hopelessly romantic, always needing to be with attractive women and "infatuated by the theater of seduction" (77) even in his final years. Although most of his romantic involvements were brief, Sartre's commitments to a few women lasted many years. According to Rowley, long after Sartre's sexual relationship ended with Wanda, he visited her twice a week, vacationed with her regularly for the rest of her life, wrote six plays for her, and bought her an apartment. He supported financially many women, including Olga, Wanda, Nathalie Sorokine, Evelyne Rey, and Arlette Elkaïm, whom he adopted late in his life. Rowley tells us that Sylvie Le Bon criticized Sartre for acting like a traditional man who wanted women to be financially dependent on him. Rowley adeptly shows Sartre's struggles with his responsibilities in his personal relationships, and Beauvoir's criticism of Sartre's preference for younger, emotionally unstable women. While Sartre and Beauvoir had an unwavering devotion to each other, and Rowley shows us a dizzying world of friends, dining out, travels, and good times together, their relationship was often encumbered by jealousy, along with other issues, such as the problem of allocating their time among their various relationships, the pace at which they worked, wrote, and took on political issues, the strain of their time apart, of Sartre's failing health, and of Sartre's friend, Pierre Victor (Benny Levy), whom Beauvoir thought was taking advantage of him. Still, Rowley shows that Sartre remained inspiring and endearing to Beauvoir, that he relied on her good sense, and that he never failed to act tenderly toward her.
As the story of their relationship, Tête-à-Tête is a story that must end shortly after Sartre's death. To account for Beauvoir's final years in anything more than a few pages, would plunge the work into biography. Rowley resists the temptation and writes of the eight years that Beauvoir survives in only a few pages. This valuable book contributes to our understanding of the existential dimensions of Beauvoir and Sartre's relationship, upending Beauvoir's account of things at times and expanding our knowledge of Sartre's intimate life.
